


E.O. 1 1 652: 
TAGS: 
SUBJECT: 

ACTION: 

INFO: 


DCM ^ 

F0L3^ 

POL/R 

EKCM 

USIS 

CONS 

RF 

am 

T>att 


GDS 

SCUL SHIM PINT AR 

Church and State: Catholic Bishops Bid Iheir Silence 


SEGSTAIE WASHDC 

AMEMBASSY RIME 
AMEMEASSY BRASILIA 
AMEMBASSY LA PAZ 
AMEMBASSY ASUNCION 
AMEMBASSY MDNIEVIDEC 
AMEMBASSY SANTIAGO 


ARGENTINA PROJECT (S2OOOOO044) 
U.S. DEPT. OF STATE, A/RPS/1PS 
Margaret P, Grafeld, Direaor 

Release ( ) Excise ( ) Deny 
ExemptionCs): 


Declassify: ( ) to Pan to Full 
( ) Classify as __ ( ) Extend as _ ( ) Downgrade to . 
Date Declassify cat .Reason, 


[ BUENOS AIRES 


3539 


RES: (a) Buenos Aires M7IAL 2766, (b) 76 Buenos Aires 7237, 

(c) 76 Buenos Aires 3866 

1. SUEMARY. In statement issued May 7 after semi-annual 
meeting, Cathglic Bishops spoke out publicly for first time 
since military coup of March 1976 in terms of direct and open 
condemnation of hunan rights abuses of government. Language 
was strongest Argentine Church has used, and represents un- 
questionable departure from policy of quiet diplomacy on 
hunan rights which has guided Church over past year. Failure 
of efforts to influence GOA privately, and increasing frustra- 
tion of the large corps of moderate bishops, has moved the 
Church into a new phase in its relations with the GOA; We 
-vr-nilrl pvnerr thar Church vn 11 wnir -nrv; rn see what response 
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GOA makes before deciding upon next steps, but we foresee | 
increasing tensions between Church and State. END StMlARY. 

2. Most of Argentina's 4 Cardinals and 80-odd Bishops gathered 
May 2 throu^i 6 in Church retreat at San Miguel for 35th semi- 
annual Episcopal Conference. Agenda i ncluded purely r eligious 
natters, reform of statutes of Catholic Action organization, 
reorganization of ecclesiastical courts, and review of current 
political and economic stands of country. During meetings. 
Bishops received Generals Martinez and Jauregui, the intelli- 
gence and Operations officers of the Arty (General Staff, who 
offered a briefing on subversion and related subjects. 

3. Conference issued pastoral document on May 7, entitled 
"Christian Keflection for the People of the Fatherland." 
Statement recalled that after meeting in May 1976 the Bishops 
had issued a statanent (reftel C) which "with respect and 
humility" had tried to induce all to work together for 
common good. Since that t ime Church had followed course 

of private approaches to authorities and private documents 
to indicate Church concerns. 


4. However, Bishops went on, time has come to make concerns 
public. They recognized that hidden forces' may be influ- 
encing international canpaign of Hpf amaH nn aom'n ct 
Argentina, and want neither to join it nor be used by it. 


But this risk, they said, cannot prevent them from speaking 
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right of anyone but Church to judge its doctrines, and to “1 
try to link priests and bishops with unacceptable ideologies. 

5. In its strongest and most direct words, statement said: 
"...no theory of collective security, in spite of the inport- 
ance of such security, can wreck the rights of the person. . . 
a mistaken concept of personal or social security has brought 
many consciences to tolerate and even accept the violation 
of the elementary rights of man. . .to admit the legitimacy of 
murcferof the enemy, of moral and phys ical torture, -the 
illegal deprivation of liberty or the el imin ation of all those 
who may be suspected of agression against personal or collect- 
ive security..." To overcome this. Bishops called for 

.full rule of just law." 

6. Going on, Bishops noted principle that for any Christian, 
including those who exercise authority, ", . .the end does not 
justify the means." They recognized the ".. .terrorist guerrilla 
which has constantly violated the most elemental h i man rela- 
tionships (convivencia) ..." They have ". . .heard many times 

of the Christian character which the gov ernm ent of the Araed 
Forces wished to impress upon its effort...", and are forced 
to remind (than) that the Christian includes in- his character 


a hunfcle m nnn tmanf- to self-restraint. 


7. They then list a series of "serious concerns” : the 

r nmp . r ous disappearances and kidnappings with the lack of 
| official response to appeals, which appears to indicate that | 
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Govt has not gained full control of use of force; situation | 
of numerous persons evidently taken by groups who identify 
themselves as military or police about whcm inquiries of 
families and even Bishops bring no information; fact that 
many prisoners, according to their dec! stations , have been 
submitted to torture which is unacceptable for any Christian 
anti which degrades not onlycvictim but torturer; and lengthy 
detentions without explanation and without elem en tary human 
necessities including religious support. 

8. In addition, Bishops criticized economic and financial 
policies which regardless of theory leave workers unable to 
meet conditions of dignified life and in danger of becoming 
source of marxist subversion. Uiey called for an end to 
terrorism, praised work of religious among afflicted and 
poor, and said that work in benefit of poor and abandoned 
cannot be suspected of being mandst. 

9. COKENT. The Argentine Catholic Church has moved signi- 
ficantly with this statement frcm the policy it has followed 
over the past year. Ihis is the strongest and most critical 
language it has yet used in public. We had been told that 
Bishops would finally speak out after this conference if GCA 

had not responded to the private efforts of the Church to 

■ j ge iawuf MuIujuj 


improve its human rights performance- - 
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-poMfcicceBiofflBeaBMooota^ Shift of majority to 
•• r ■ . openly • 

jsesaBa^fcritical view of GCA may have diverse affect on 

corps of Bishops themselves . GCA has been challenged, and 
we expect Church will new pause to see how GCA will respond. 

If, .as we expect, GCA will not or cannot s ignifican tly and 
quickly improve its hunan rights performance, we foresee in- 
creasing Church-State tension. Based an the information avail- 
able to us, we would expect the Vatican to join and support 
this change in Church policy. The so far largely silent 
moderate elements in Argentine political life nay begin to 
speak out more forcefully, hiding behind clerical skirts to 
some degree. This probably is a negative development for the 
relatively moderate Videla-Viola forces in the GCA. If the 
Church is new prepared to indicate that its faith in Videla's 
willingness and ability to gain control has new succtnbed to 
need for Church to declare itself, then almost solid support 

for Videla among moderate elements nay weaken. At same time, 

_ military 

hardli n ers in ieaa&nfigi^nay be inclined to increase criticism of 
Videla's supposed weakness in leadership,, which they could 
see as encouraging Church to attack GCA. , On other hand. Church 


stance could help Videla argue with hardliners that hunan rights 

irprovanents are essential to prevent confrontation with | 

Church. Opinions differ on impact of Church statement, but all 
agree it is important and nay open new and critical phase in 
biiai rights situation. ' 
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10. GCA has not yet~iSB!I^^^BSmal reply to Bishop's MHN 

statement, and it may restrain itself to counterattacks in 

— — - — — • - inspired — i 

JeamaEijpress stories and individual conments/by GCA offi- I 

rials and military commanders. Given fact Bishops statement 

was released on weekend, and most editors wauld want to wait 

for seme indication of GCA policy on statement, there was . 


little immediate reaction up to 


10. However, 


La-Opinion as early as tfey 8 had selected harsher criticisms 

from statement and featuredjthsn in "news" rather than "edi- 

while ' attacking Bishops' position, 

torjal" coverage/idrii^iLa -Nacion May 10 carried long editorial/' : . ‘ 

• - Paper suggested- . - .*•' 

'EHggBKtiHg/in near sarcasm that Catholics who are msrbers of " 

- the institutions defending the country nay have some -doubts 
about the sincerity of the faith of other Catholics who are 
inclined to justify violence and crime. For these Catholics 
outside the hierarchy, "keeping silent would also be unfaith- 
ful." Ia Nacion criticized mentality of those who' see no ; 

difference between aggressors and their victims. 
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